Traditional scientific indoctrination leaves most PhD's believing -even holding as an irrefutable truth -that the only true scientific research is pursued in the hallowed halls of academia. Therefore, many might find it inconceivable or at least ironic that, after asking the usual question, 'Academia or Industry?', I should find industry the easiest place to pursue science. Here, I avidly consume my hours at the bench uninterrupted by fund-raising responsibilities and free from administrative hassles, political maneuvering or the need to manage hordes of subordinates.
I was first attracted to industry because of my abhorrence of teaching, a not uncommon trait. I often hear 'light teaching load' listed as a major plus in an academic position. Nothing could be light enough for me. Industrial positions were also enticing because they do not require grant-writing, a major and increasing time-sink for the average academic. Finally, I found the idea that my research would directly affect the world at large immensely appealing.
After choosing industrial research, I discovered several unexpected advantages. The most important of these was presented to me in my orientation session where I was informed that eventually I would have a career question to answer: 'managerial or research ladder?' It is not clear to me that you get that choice in academia. If you are successful you fund and manage a research group, and spend very little time at the bench yourself. You usually do get this choice in industrial settings, and for me it's a tremendous advantage. It translates into a diversity of job possibilities that can accommodate many different personality types and their different strengths in the scientific arena. One can seek the right role in which to excel, and not necessarily conform to the stereotype of the high-powered lab head. There are varying degrees of self-directed research, varying degrees of scientific and/or political complexity in each role, various levels within the hierarchy to aspire to, and various levels of organizational responsibility to be taken on. Choose your favorite socio-political environment and you can find it. There are plenty of hierarchical ladders to fight your way up, but there are also opportunities to work on teams where people cooperate to move projects forward. One must still face budgets and sell one's ideas to the higher powers, but you can often choose how much of this you do.
In this diversity of professional possibilities, how does one choose a role? It helps to know what motivates you. Curiosity, or the need to know why, is what led me to science in the first place. I take great pleasure in solving the mysteries of why and how things happen. Working out how to get the answer is also extremely gratifying. It doesn't really matter to me if I was the one to pose the question originally, or if someone else thought it was important to ask. It is equally satisfying to me to provide the answer or to help someone else find it. And however the problem is solved, there is a very clear connection between the fact that it is solved and a possible benefit to the human race. OK, that's grandiose -but it's also true, and it makes me feel good about what I do.
Oh, that is not to say that others will not try to intrude on this scientific idyll. There are always those with a compelling drive for power and a need to dictate, who will try to build an empire and include you in it. There are always political minefields to negotiate -after all we are talking about working with people. And there are managers who give lip service to teamwork and the team players, and the credit to themselves. But then, this is the real world and not a fairy tale. You must deal with colleagues of all sorts, no matter where you pursue your research. But here I can choose what I battle or maneuver for.
One of the most valuable pieces of advice I have received in my professional career was "keep your eyes on the prize." The prize for me is coming up with solutions. I have the motivation and the skill to do high caliber research but my need to be the boss or dictate research objectives to others is minimal. I need to have responsibility for my research and scientific decisions, but not for the direction of a large group of subordinates. So my political maneuvering can be minimal compared to my scientific and technical efforts.
Of course this kind of life will only appeal if you don't mind being an indian rather than the chief. Working on teams, with colleagues from various backgrounds and specialties has proven a stimulating and productive environment for me. And again, the bottom line is that I've been able to stay at the bench and do hands-on science.
Industry, and biotechnology in particular, has offered me a great compromise between my desire to pursue high-quality research, and my loathing of political maneuvering, fund-raising, and administrative paperwork. This allows me to be at the leading edge without having to be the leader. I can also excel at innovative problem solving, without having to select, prioritize, and define all the problems myself. Best of all I can mature as a scientist and professional, without having to leave science behind for managerial tasks.
